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Managing Instant Messages 

CLAIM OF PRIORITY 

This application claims priority under 35 USC § 119(e) to U.S. Provisional 
Application Serial No. 60/531,988, filed on December 24, 2003 and U.S. Provisional 
Application Serial No. 60/500,369, filed September 5, 2003, the entire contents of each 
application is hereby incorporated by reference. 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

This disclosure generally relates to managing instant messages. 

BACKGROUND 

Instant messages are conversational in nature. To maintain their conversational 
character, instant messages typically are communicated in real time to a user based on an 
indication that the user presently is online. Nevertheless, the conversational nature of instant 
messaging may subject a user who is visible online to undesired real-time advances or 
interruptions from other online entities. For example, a user who enters an online chat room 
may be subjected in real-time to instant messages from other individuals, known or unknown 
to the user, as well as from commercial entities, some of whom may purvey undesirable 
spam. Having entered an instant messaging conversation with a friend, the user may find the 
conversation overwhelmed in a cacophony of competing instant messaging voices, each 
demanding the user's immediate attention. Although the user may use a knock-knock (e.g., a 
pop-up window that provide the user the option to accept or reject an individual instant 
message based, for example, on an identification of the sender) to screen instant messages 
from entities not on a contact list of the user, a knock-knock, like the instant message that it 
represents, is obtrusive and steals the focus of the user from other tasks or conversations that 
are at hand. 

SUMMARY 

In one general aspect, managing instant messages may include receiving instant 
messages created by or on behalf of one or more message sources for delivery to an intended 
recipient. From among the received instant messages, qualifying instant messages are 

1 



Attorney Docket No.: 06975-469001 



identified that satisfy a capture rule, and two or more of the qualifying instant messages are 
captured. The intended recipient is informed of the captured instant messages unobtrusively 
and the intended recipient is enabled to manage the captured instant messages. 

Implementations may include one or more of the following features. For example, 
5 identifying qualifying instant messages that satisfy a capture rule may include identifying 

received instant messages for which a message source does not correspond to a contact of the 
intended recipient. A received instant message also may be identified as a qualified instant 
message based on a degree of separation between the intended recipient and the message 
source. Unsolicited marketing messages may be identified as qualified instant messages 

10 based, for example, on a heuristic and/or a Bayesian method. When the intended recipient is 
away or prefers not to be disturbed, for example, all received instant messages may be 
identified as qualified instant messages. 

The intended recipient may be informed unobtrusively of captured instant messages 
without stealing focus from another interface for each instant message that is captured. The 

15 intended recipient also may be informed when at least one instant message is captured using 
an unobtrusive audible or visible cue. 

Enabling management of the captured instant messages may include enabling the 
intended recipient to respond to at least one of the captured instant messages and/or to access 
information related to a message source associated with the captured instant messages. The 

20 intended recipient may be enabled to delete, ignore or block a captured instant message 

and/or a source of a captured instant message. Further, subsequent instant messages related 
to a previously deleted, ignored or blocked message or message source, in turn, may be 
deleted, ignored or blocked without being presented to the intended recipient. In sum, the 
capture rule may be modified (e.g., automatically or by the intended recipient) based on 

25 instant messages previously qualified or captured, for example, to capture or to pass-through 
subsequent instant messages from the source of a previously captured instant message. 

The captured instant messages may be organized and/or presented to the intended 
recipient according to a plurality of predetermined categories. The predetermined categories 
may include, for example, categories for known, unknown, trusted and/or un-trusted 

30 messages or messages sources. The organization and presentation of the captured instant 
messaged may be configured by the intended recipient and/or automatically by a computer. 



2 



Attorney Docket No.: 06975-469001 



These general and specific aspects may be implemented using a method, a system, or 
a computer program, or any combination of systems, methods, and computer programs. 
Other features will be apparent from the description, the drawings, and the claims. 

DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS 

FIGS. 1-6 illustrate graphical user interfaces (GUIs) that may be used to manage 
instant messages directed to a user based on the user's online presence. 

FIG 7 is a schematic diagram of a communication system capable of managing 
instant messages directed to a user based on the user's online presence. 

FIG 8 is a flow diagram of a process implementable by the communication system of 

FIG 7. 

FIG 9 is a schematic diagram of an instant messaging system that manages instant 
messages directed to a user based on the user's online presence. 

FIG 10 illustrates a relationship between a user and an instant message source having 
two degrees of separation. 

FIG 11 is a flow diagram illustrating an exemplary process implementable by the 
system of FIG 9. 

Like reference symbols in the various drawings indicate like elements. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

Instant messaging is powerful in its ability to interject itself into the recipient's online 
experience in order to initiate or further a real-time online conversation. The capabilities of 
instant messaging may enhance collaboration, networking, and the social value of users' 
online experiences. Nonetheless, absent the ability to manage receipt of instant messages, a 
user may find the potential benefits of instant messaging lost in an unrequited babble of 
insignificant or objectionable instant message voices. 

FIG 1 illustrates a graphical user interface 100 (capture interface) that may be used to 

manage instant messages received by a user based on the user's online presence (e.g., the 

user's presence within a chat room or other online forum, and/or the user's present 

connection to the internet, using, for example, an internet service provider). Using button 

105 (the "Away Message" button), the user has indicated to the capture interface 100 that the 

user presently is unavailable to receive instant messages. The capture interface 100, 
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therefore, captures and organizes all of the instant messages 110 directed to the user while the 
user is away, and thereby provides the user with an effective and efficient way to handle the 
instant messages 110 upon returning. 

The capture interface 100 is displayed initially when a first instant message is 
5 captured. When displayed initially, the capture interface 100 may pop to the front of all open 
windows or otherwise steal focus to alert the user of its activation. The capture interface 100 
typically, however, will not steal focus upon receiving subsequent instant messages. To 
minimize distraction to the user, instant messages captured to the capture interface 100 do not 
generate a knock-knock when they are received and do not steal focus from other tasks or 

10 demand individualized attention of the user. Consequently, instant messages captured by the 
capture interface 100 may be deemed less intrusive by the user than instant messages 
presented to the user immediately or by using a knock-knock. The capture interface 100 may 
indicate the capture of additional instant messages using a subtle visible or audible cue, such 
as, for example, by playing a sound or by flashing an icon. 

1 5 To assist the user in handling the instant messages 1 1 0, the instant messages 1 1 0 are 

categorized according to whether the message sender is known 115 or unknown 120 to the 
user. Furthermore, the instant messages within each category may be organized according to 
their time of receipt (as shown), or according to some other metric, such as, for example, a 
metric of anticipated importance or relevance. For each instant message 110 captured and 

20 categorized, the user is informed of an identity of the sender (e.g., a screen name) and the 
time at which the instant message was captured. Based on the information presented, the 
capture interface 100 enables the user to select a desired instant message, for example, instant 
message 117 from DJ Emma Pea Three. 

Once an instant message is selected, the user may use a single click of a button to 

25 accept and open the instant message (using the "Open IM" button 125), to obtain more 

information regarding the message sender (using the "Buddy Info" button 130), to block all 
further instant messages from the sender of the instant message (using the "Block" button 
135) or to ignore further instant messages from the sender of the instant message for the 
duration of the user's present online session (using the "Ignore" button 140). The user also 

30 may determine to ignore future instant message from all of the captured instant message 

senders for the duration of the user's online session (using the "Ignore All" button 145). The 
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user may perform screening functions for a selected instant message without generating 
feedback or otherwise informing the sender of the user's attention to the instant message. 
Captured instant messages not handled expressly by the user, for example, may be deleted or 
ignored at the end of the user's online session or when the user closes the capture interface. 
5 Referring to FIG 2, the "Open DVT button 125 of the capture interface causes the 

selected instant message 117 to be presented to the user in a separate message interface 200. 
The message interface 200 includes a first pane 205 used to display the selected instant 
message 117 and a second pane 210 by which the user may compose and send an instant 
message reply. The message interface 200 includes tabs 215 to organize more than one 
10 active instant messaging conversation. The message interface 200 also may include controls 
(e.g., buttons 220) to access relevant instant messaging functionality, typically using only a 
single click. 

FIG. 3 illustrates a buddy info interface 300 invoked by activating the "Buddy Info" 
button 130 of the capture interface 100. The buddy info interface 300 provides additional 

15 information 305 regarding the sender, DJ Emma Pea Three, of instant message 117. For 

example, the buddy info interface 300 indicates that DJ Emma Pea Thee presently is online 
in the Town Square Friends Chat room. The buddy info interface also indicates hobbies and 
interests 310 of D J Emma Pea Three as well as interests 315 that DJ Emma Pea Three shares 
with the user. Button 320 provides access to additional information regarding DJ Emma Pea 

20 Three, such as, for example, a phone number, an address, an email address, an age, a gender, 
family information, educational information, career information, and/or an expertise. 
Buttons 325 are provided to enable the user to access with one click basic instant messaging 
options related to DJ Emma Pea Three, such as, for example, to send or block instant 
messages to or from DJ Emma Pea Three or to add DJ Emma Pea Three to a contact list of 

25 the user. The user may use the information provided by the buddy info interface 300 to 
judge, for example, whether an unknown sender is a person (for whom additional 
information likely is available) or a software bot (for which additional information likely is 
not available). 

FIGS. 4A through 4C illustrate interfaces 400, 430 and 460 that are used, 
30 respectively, to confirm that the user desires to execute the screening function of the "Block" 
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button 135, the "Ignore" button 140, or the "Ignore All" button 145 of the capture interface 
100. 

FIG 5 illustrates the capture interface 100 in which the user is indicated to be present 
rather than away. The interface 100 is configured to capture only instant messages of 
5 unknown senders 120 when the user is present and to allow known senders to approach and 
interact freely with the user. Nevertheless, referring now to configuration interface 600 of 
FIG 6, the user may use configuration settings 605 to configure the capture interface 100 to 
capture all instant messages, whether from known or unknown senders or whether the user is 
present or away. Additional configurations also may be provided, for example, to capture 

10 instant messages only of particular senders or to capture instant messages only at particular 
times or during particular contexts (e.g., when the user is engaged actively in a different 
instant message exchange that it would be perceived as rude to interrupt). 

FIG 7 shows a generalized system 700 for communicating instant messages to a user 
705. System 700 includes an instant messaging system 710 that manages instant messages 

15 provided to the user 705 in real time by an instant message source 750 based on an online 
presence 707 of the user. Instant messaging system 710 may be implemented, for example, 
as a client system, as a host system, or as some combination of these or other systems. The 
instant messaging system 710 includes a capture engine 715, a rule engine 720, and a capture 
interface 725. The instant messaging system 710 may include or be included in a general- 

20 purpose or a special-purpose computer (e.g., a personal computer, a PDA, a mobile 

telephone, or a device specifically programmed to perform certain tasks), a database, a local 
area network, and/or a wide area network. The instant messaging system 710 may include 
any appropriate architecture or combination of architectures, such as for example, a client 
architecture and/or a host architecture. 

25 The capture engine 715 is configured to capture one or more instant messages 

directed to the user 705 by the instant message source 750 based on interaction with the rule 
engine 720. The rule engine 720 compares incoming instant messages to a capture rule, and 
informs the capture engine 715 if the capture rule is satisfied. If the instant message satisfies 
the capture rule, the capture engine 715 captures the instant message to manage the instant 

30 message for the user 705. The capture interface 725 informs the user 705 of the captured 
instant messages in an organized fashion and without disrupting the user's other online 
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activities. The capture interface 725 also enables the user 705 to respond to or to otherwise 
manage the captured instant messages. 

The capture engine 715 captures the instant messages based on input from the rule 
engine 720 that the instant message satisfies a capture rule. The capture engine 715 may 
5 include a database to hold captured instant messages and may communicate information 
descriptive of the captured instant messages to the capture interface 725. The information 
descriptive of the captured instant messages may include, for example, an identifier of the 
message source, a time stamp of the instant message, a portion or summary of the instant 
message contents, and/or a pointer to the instant messages. In addition, or in the alternative, 
10 the capture engine 715 may tag or otherwise identify the instant messages as captured and 
may provide the captured instant message to the capture interface 725 for handling, storage 
and/or management. 

The rule engine 720 enables the system or an administrator of the system to generate 
a capture rule. Alternatively, or in addition, the rule engine 720 may enable the user 705 or a 

15 supervisor of an online account of the user 705 to define one or more aspects of the capture 
rule. The capture rule may describe, in whole or in part, one or more conditions to be 
satisfied for an instant message to be captured. For example, the capture rule may base 
capture upon an identify of the message source 750, an attribute of the message, a preference 
or context (e.g., the user is away) of the user 705, or some combination of these or other 

20 factors. In any event, the rule engine 720 analyzes incoming instant message for satisfaction 
of the capture rule. 

The capture interface 725 may be used to manage the instant messages directed to the 
user 705 while the user 705 is online. The capture interface 725 itself may receive and store 
the instant message or may reference and access instant messages captured and stored by 

25 another service, system or device (e.g., the capture engine 715). In any event, the capture 
interface 725 enables the user 705, for example, to organize, treat, respond to, block, or 
ignore the captured instant messages. The capture interface 725 also may enable the user 705 
to modify the capture rule of the rule engine 720. For example, the capture interface 725 
may enable the user to modify the capture rule directly, or may modify the capture rule 

30 automatically based upon treatment by the user 705 of one or more captured instant 
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messages. Generally, the capture interface 725 may function similarly to capture interface 
100 described with respect to FIGS. 1-6. 

The instant message source 750 typically may include any source of an instant 
message. The instant message source 750 may employ one or more protocols to transfer 
information internally or to communicate the instant message to the user 705. 

Both the instant messaging system 710 and the message source 750 further may 
include various mechanisms for delivering data. The various mechanisms may include, for 
example, any applications, protocols, devices, or networks used to facilitate communication 
of electronic data. Both the instant messaging system 710 and the message source 750 also 
may include or be included in a general-purpose or a special-purpose computer, a local area 
network, and/or a wide area network. The response to and execution of instructions received 
by the instant messaging system 710, the message source 750, or any of their components 
(collectively the system services), may be controlled by, for example, a program, a piece of 
code, an instruction, a device, a computer system, or a combination thereof, for 
independently or collectively instructing the system services to interact and operate as 
described herein. 

FIG 8 illustrates a flow diagram of a process 800 implementable by, for example, the 
system 700 of FIG 7 to manage instant messages directed to the user 705. The instant 
message source 750 communicates instant messages directed to the user 705 to the instant 
messaging system 710 (step 805). The capture engine 715 uses the rule engine 720 to 
determine whether the instant messages satisfy a capture rule (step 810). If an instant 
message fails to satisfy the capture rule, that instant message is not captured and, instead, is 
passed through to the user (step 815). Otherwise, when an instant message satisfies the 
capture rule, the capture engine 715 captures the instant message (step 820). To inform the 
user 705 of the captured instant messages, the capture engine 715 communicates the captured 
instant messages and/or information indicative of those messages to the capture interface 710 
(step 825). The capture interface 725 enables the user 705 to handle the captured instant 
messages individually or as groups, and otherwise to respond to or to manage the instant 
messages as desired (step 825). 

Referring to FIG 9, a generalized communication system 900 communicates instant 
messages generated by one or more instant message sources 950 to a user 905 having an 

8 



Attorney Docket No.: 06975-469001 



online presence 907. The online presence 907 may include, for example, activity of the user 
905 in browsing the internet, participating in an active instant messaging session, using an 
internet enabled television or game console, using a networked radio, or participating in a 
chat room discussion. The online presence 907 also may include an online presence of the 
5 user 905 at a particular device. Exemplary components of the communication system 900 
are described in greater detail below. 

The communication system 900 includes one or more message sources 950. The 
message sources 950 typically include different individuals, services, or other sources of 
instant messages, such as, for example, friends or family of the user 905, persons not known 

10 by the user 905, commercial entities, and/or one or more software bots that automatically 

direct messages to the user 905. The instant messages may include, for example, a personal 
message, a promotional advertisement, an account balance, a portfolio status, a credit status, 
an online status, information that an order and/or a service is complete, or a message 
regarding confirmation, cancellation, and/or rescheduling of an appointment. Other 

15 examples include, but are not limited to, a weather forecast and/or adverse weather 
conditions of a particular geographic region; an online status of another user; or 
entertainment programming and/or ticket information. As a practical matter, the message 
sources 950 may provide many instant message to the user 905 that are unsolicited and/or 
undesired. 

20 The message sources 950 may employ one or more protocols (i.e., standards, formats, 

conventions, rules, and structures) to transfer information internally or to communicate 
instant messages to the user. Protocols employed by the message sources 950 may include, 
for example, the Internet protocol (IP), the transfer connection protocol (TCP), the hypertext 
transfer protocol (HTTP), the file transfer protocol (FTP), the user datagram protocol (UDP), 

25 the layer two tunneling protocol (L2TP), the simple mail transfer protocol (SMTP), the short 
message service (SMS), the enhanced message service (EMS), and/or the multimedia 
message service (MMS). 

The communication system 900 includes an instant messaging system 910 that 
manages instant messages provided to the user 905 by the instant message sources 950 based 

30 on the online presence 907 of the user. The instant messaging system 910 includes a capture 
engine 915, a rule engine 920 having a rule store 922, a capture interface 925, and a message 
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interface 930 (the system components). The instant messaging system 910 may include or be 
included in a general-purpose or a special-purpose computer (e.g., a personal computer, a 
PDA, a mobile telephone, or a device specifically programmed to perform certain tasks), a 
database, a local area network, and/or a wide area network. The instant messaging system 
910 may include any appropriate architecture or combination of architectures, such as for 
example, a client architecture and/or a host architecture. 

The instant messaging system 910 typically allows direct or indirect communication 
between the various system components, the user 905 and the instant message sources 950, 
irrespective of physical or logical separation. The instant message system 910 may include, 
for example, various mechanisms for communicating data, such as, for example, the short 
message service (SMS), the enhanced message service (EMS), the multimedia message 
service (MMS), the wireless application protocol (WAP), the transport connection protocol 
(TCP), the Internet protocol (IP), the World Wide Web, one or more local area networks, 
and/or one or more wide area networks. The instant messaging system 910 also may include 
analog or digital wired and wireless telephone networks, such as, for example, public 
switched telephone networks (PSTN), integrated services digital networks (ISDN), various 
types of digital subscriber lines (xDSL), advance mobile telephone service (AMPS), global 
system for mobile communications (GSM), general packet radio service (GPRS), code 
division multiple access (CDMA), radio, cable, satellite, and/or other delivery mechanisms 
for carrying data. The communications of the instant message system 910 may employ 
secured and/or unsecured communication systems. 

Components of the instant messaging system 910 are described in greater detail 

below. 

The capture engine 915 corresponds generally to the capture engine 715 of FIG 7. 
Capture engine 915 is configured to capture an instant message based on an indication by the 
rule engine 920 that a capture rule is satisfied. If the capture rule is not satisfied, then the 
capture engine 915 is configured to pass the instant message through to the message interface 
930 for immediate display to the user 905. The capture engine 915 may or may not store the 
instant messages that are captured. For example, in one implementation, the capture engine 
915 stores the captured instant messages and forwards information indicative of the instant 
messages to the capture interface. In another implementation, the capture engine 915 merely 
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forwards to the capture interface 925 those instant messages identified for capture and the 
capture interface provides or obtains any required storage. 

The rule engine 920 is configured to compare the instant messages to a capture rule of 
the rule store 922 and/or to analyze the instant message in view of the capture rule. The rule 
5 engine 920 may perform, for example, Bayesian or heuristic analysis of the instant messages 
based on the capture rule. The rule engine 920 is configured to inform the capture engine 
915 when an instant message satisfies the capture rule. 

Generally, the capture rule may define, in whole or in part, one or more conditions to 
be satisfied by the source, content, and/or timing of an instant message before capture of the 
10 instant message. The capture rule may be generated by the system or by an administrator of 
the system. The capture rule also may be based on preferences of the user, whether provided 
by the user or determined automatically by the system in view of user behavior. In short, the 
capture rule may enable the user 905 flexibly to manage which instant messages are received 
directly, which instant messages are blocked completely, and which instant message are 
1 5 captured to be screened by the user 905. 

The capture rule may include a white list defining approved instant message sources 
950 (e.g., family, friends, or co-workers) and/or a black list defining objectionable instant 
message sources 950 (e.g., known purveyors of offensive spam) that are to be blocked. The 
white list and/or black list may be based on input of a rating authority or by a community of 
20 raters. Although the white list or the black list may be provided initially as a default, the user 
may be enabled to modify or replace either the white list or the black list to better fit the 
user's preferences. 

Message source categories (e.g., individual, business, or business:gambling) also may 
be used to control communication with instant message sources 950 that include an 

25 associated category label. For example, a message source 950 may be identified as an online 
casino by an associated category label of "business: gambling" and may be restricted based 
on that label. Generally, to communicate an instant message to the user 905, a message 
source may be required to provide meaningful and trustworthy information by which the 
message source may be identified and/or classified. 

30 The capture rule also may control capture, filtering, or ranking of an instant message 

based on a degree of separation between the user 905 and the message source 950 under a 
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rationale, for example, that the user is more inclined to receive an instant message from a 
friend of a friend than from an individual not connected to the user. More specifically, the 
degree of separation between the user 905 and the message source 950 describes a number of 
intermediary relationships needed to link the user and the message source. Typically, user 
5 contact lists (e.g., address book, buddy list, and/or white list) are evaluated to determine the 
number of degrees (or relationships) needed to link two users. 

Referring briefly to FIG. 10, for example, the user 905 may link to the instant 
message source 950 through two degrees of separation based on contact lists of the user, 
"The Olive Boy," and of "Lucky Eddie." More specifically, the user has a contact list 1005 

10 that lists "The Olive Boy." The contact list 1010 of "The Olive Boy," in turn, lists "Lucky 
Eddie," whose contact list 1015 lists the instant message source 950 — and establishes the 
connection between the user 905 and the message source 950. Here, the user 905 is linked to 
the message source 950 by two degrees of separation (the relationship between "The Olive 
Boy" and "Lucky Eddie" providing the first degree, and the relationship between "Lucky 

15 Eddie" and the instant messaging source 950 providing the second degree). Stated 

differently, the user 905 is related to "Lucky Eddy" by one degree of separation (i.e., their 
common relationship to "The Olive Boy"), and "The Olive Boy" is separated from the instant 
message service 950 by one degree of separation (i.e., their common relationship to "Lucky 
Eddie"). Similarly, the user 905 and "The Olive Boy," "The Olive Boy" and "Lucky Eddie," 

20 and "Lucky Eddie" and the instant message source 950 each respectively are separated by 
zero degrees of separation. 

In short, the capture rule may control capturing, filtering, or ranking of an instant 
message based on: (1) whether the user 905 and the messages source 950 are discernibly 
linked; and (2) if they are linked, the number of degrees of separation (e.g., relationships or 

25 intermediaries) needed to complete the link. 

Referring back to FIG 9, the capture rule also may include other rule information, 
such as, for example, key words and/or parameters useful for analyzing natural language. 
The capture rule may enable the rule engine 920 to restrict instant messages based upon 
textual analysis of their content. More specifically, the capture rule may enable the rules 

30 engine 920 to analyze the language of an instant message to determine whether the instant 
message includes offensive language or subject matter, or whether the language used is 
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indicative of an unsolicited spam message. The user may be enabled to select or modify the 
information or algorithms used to screen the online content based on the textual analysis. For 
example, the capture rule may include user defined dictionaries of terms that may cause an 
instant message to be delivered immediately, blocked, or passed through when included in 
the instant message. 

The capture rule may enable the user to specify times during which instant messages 
may or may not be received. For example, the user may restrict receipt of instant messages 
between the hours of 8:30 am and 5 pm during the work week, but may allow instant 
messages to be received with less restriction during the evenings and on the weekends while 
the user is not at work. More specifically, the user may use the capture rule to specify that, 
during working hours, instant messages of co-workers or clients are to be received, spam 
messages are to be blocked, and messages from friends or family are to be captured. On the 
other hand, when not at work, instant messages from co-workers and clients may be captured 
while messages from friends and family are received immediately. 

Additional rule information also may be included, such as, for example, logging or 
reporting rules. The logging or reporting rules, for example, may indicate provision of a 
message log 940 to record all of the instant messages directed to the user 905 whether in the 
present or a past online session. The message log 940 may record whether the instant 
message was captured and what, if any, activity the user took with respect to the instant 
message. 

The rule store 922 generally receives, stores and administers rule information used to 
supervise instant messaging by the instant messaging system 910. The rule store 922 may 
include one or more databases that may reside at any appropriate location (e.g., local 
location, remote location, or third party location), and also may reside on any appropriate 
storage medium, such as, for example, a magnetic disc array, or an optical disk array. These 
databases may be included in a single physical or logical structure, or they may be physically 
or logically distinct. The rule store 922 generally includes a data structure that enables the 
rule information and/or other information to be organized and accessed quickly and 
efficiently. For example, the rule store 922 may organize rule information using fields, 
records, or files. The rule store 922 may include database management systems that organize 
data based on relational, network, flat, or hierarchical architectures. The rule store 922 also 
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may include a hypertext database to link data objects such as text, images, or video to other 
data objects. The rule store 922 may store the rule information locally, remotely, or in a 
distributed fashion. In any event, the rule store 922 organizes the rule information for 
effective access and use by the rule engine 920. 

Capture interface 925 may function similarly to capture interface 100 described with 
respect to FIGS. 1-6. The capture interface 925 receives captured instant messages or 
information indicative of those messages from the capture engine 915 for display to the user 
905. The capture interface, alone or in conjunction with other services, may perform sorting, 
prioritizing, or other types of organizational processing on the captured instant messages to 
enable the user 905 to manage the instant messages. For example, the capture interface 925 
may prioritize captured instant messages based on a predicted relevance or likelihood of 
interest. The predicted relevance or likelihood of interest may be related to the subject matter 
and/or source of an instant message. For example, the capture interface 925 may give a 
higher priority to an instant message from an individual not known to the user but who is 
indicated to share a common interest than is given to an instant message from a software bot 
that presents a marketing invitation having objectionable content. 

The capture interface 925 also may enable the user 905 to modify the capture rule of 
the rule engine 920. For example, the capture interface 925 may enable the user to modify 
the capture rule directly, or may modify the capture rule automatically based upon treatment 
by the user 905 of one or more captured instant messages. The capture interface 925 may 
display to the user 905 a source of an instant message, a time stamp, a count of the number of 
instant messages sent and/or received, a summary of instant message content, and/or the 
captured instant messages themselves. The capture interface 925 may enable the user to 
approve, block or ignore one or more instant messages or instant message sources. 
Generally, the capture interface 925 enables the user 905 to organize, respond to, block, 
ignore, or otherwise manage instant messages in a manner similar to that which was 
described with respect to the interfaces of FIGS. 1-6. 

The capture interface 925 may include or operate in conjunction with one or more of 
the fixed or mobile communication devices 935, whether wired or wireless. The fixed or 
mobile communication devices 935 may include any device, system, and/or piece of code 
that relies on another service to perform an operation. For example, the communication 
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devices 935 may include a device such as a television 935a, a pen-enabled computer 935b, a 
personal digital assistant (PDA) or mobile telephone 935c, a notebook computer 935d, and/or 
a desktop computer 935e. The communication devices 935 also or alternatively may include, 
for example, a Web browser, an instant messaging (IM) client, a synchronization client (e.g., 
a calendar synchronization client or a task list synchronization client), a short message 
service (SMS) client, a business productivity application (e.g., a word processing program or 
a spreadsheet program), and/or an operating system or operating system kernel residing on a 
device. The communication devices 935 may be arranged to operate within or in concert 
with one or more other systems, such as, for example, the Internet, the World Wide Web, a 
WAN (wide area network), a LAN (local area network), analog or digital wired and wireless 
telephone networks (e.g., PSTN, ISDN, or xDSL), radio, television, cable, satellite, and/or 
any other delivery mechanism for carrying data. In any event, the capture interface 925 
enables the user 905, for example, to organize, treat, respond to, block, or ignore the captured 
instant messages. 

One or more other services may be included in the components of communication 
system 900 and/or these components (hereinafter the system services) may be included as 
part of one or more other services. For example, the system services may include or be 
included in a general-purpose or a special-purpose computer (e.g., a personal computer, a 
PDA, or a device specifically programmed to perform certain tasks), a database, a local area 
network, and/or a wide area network. In any event, the response to and execution of 
instructions received by any or all of the system services may be controlled by, for example, 
a program, a piece of code, an instruction, a device, a computer system, or a combination 
thereof, for independently or collectively instructing the services to interact and operate as 
described herein. 

FIG 11 illustrates a flow diagram of a process 1100 implementable by, for example, 
the system 900 of FIG. 9 to manage instant messages directed to the user 905. An instant 
message initially is received from a message source 950 by the capture engine 915 (step 
1 105). The rule engine 920 is used to determine whether the instant message satisfies a 
capture rule (step 1110). If a capture rule is not satisfied (step 1115), the instant message is 
communicated to the user 905 using the message interface to grab the user's immediate 
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attention (step 1 120). The system then waits for receipt of the next instant message directed 
to the user 905 (step 1105). 

If a capture rule is satisfied (step 1115), the instant message is captured by the capture 
engine 915 (step 1125). The capture interface 925 may be configured to be activated 
automatically when a first instant message is captured during an online session. In addition, 
or in the alternative, the capture interface 925 may be configured to be activates based on an 
input or a request of the user 905. If the capture interface 925 is not activated already (step 
1130), then the instant messaging system 910 activates the capture interface 925 (step 1135). 
In any event, once the capture interface is activated (step 1135) or is determined already to be 
active (step 1130), the instant message and/or information indicative of the instant message is 
communicated to the capture interface 925 to inform the user 905 of the instant message and 
to enable the user to manage the instant message and any other instant messages that have 
been captured (step 1140). The system then waits for receipt of the next instant message 
directed to the user 905 (step 1 105). 

Other implementations are within the scope of the following claims. 
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